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HOW TO BRIEF ON RESEARCH : AN ESSAY FOR RESEARCHERS

INTRODUCTION

T h i s  essay was generated by the anxiety of an evening before a
m a l o r  b r i e f i n g .  It was mere ly  another  b r i e f i n g  in what seems at t ime s
co be a l i f e — t i m e  of b r i e f i n g s .  But this  time I had freshly experienced
a depressing variety of “Hot and Cold” reac t ions to my topic. I had
been pushed toward more detail and less ... to be non—technical and yet
to answer questions of technique ... to provide hard answers but to keep
the big picture in mind .

Out of this mess of conflicting demands came a moment of insight.
I was being asked to do something that really could not be done. No
wonder , I said to myself , that briefings have always been such tension—
laden affairs .

Yet , I have been told that I am pretty good on the briefing floor .
Somehow the briefings always seem to work out OK. I must be doing
something right , I thought , but it would he good to put this tension to
res t. So I wrote this essay for the possible benefit of others plagued
by briefing anxiety. I do not know if it will help those others . I do
know that it served me very well.

Peop le vers us Research People

People want it simpler than it is ... and shorter ... and pleasing
to their views .

People are not accustomed to grounding their views in data. They
all know the word “science ” but they often equate it with their own
concept of “authority.”

Researchers are not often understood . Researchers seek and rather
en joy trying to ground their views in the authority of data and in
methods for collecting and analyzing data. Researchers do not trust
their own natural opinions , hut go through amazingly complicated tire—
sc~ne “drills ” to check them Out .

So a researcher is easily seen by lay—peop le as a kind of nut
removed from the world of conuion sense ... or as a simple authority——one
who knows everything about someth ing.

In either case you are a great target!

The Coimnon Sense Game versus The Research Game

In briefings , the more you play your own game , the more hits they
score in their game.
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It  is  t h e i r  common sense score  c a r d  t h a t  c o u n t s  be cause  you are
Q i v i n g  t h e  b r i e f i n g  fo r  t h e  purpose  of getting something from them.
What von .ire after may he as l o f t y  as t h e i r  use of some good t h i n g  t h a t
:1 i i th wor 1 d n~’ed . . . or :15 m u n dan e  as j ob  sec t i  i t v  . . . or as s i I I v as
a ~t r e k  t o  r e a s s u re  v o ur s e !  f t h a t  von are not real h a ll a l o n e  i n  y ou r
busin ess. R u t , fact’ it , you are after something when von u’ i vO a

~~ ef ing .

S~ s t o t ~ ~ l a v i n p  y o u r game . l’lav their game . Rut  do it smart . Pst’
you r k n o w l e d ge of both games. If you d~~, you should never——or rar e l y——
lose. A draw is ~ ot a l o ss .

~svch o l o g v of _ B r i e f i n g  — From Roth Sides of  the Viewgraph Machine

I. Deal in Qener alities . Treat your hard—earned o p e r a t i o n a l  d e f i n i —
t io n s  u s a t r a de secret . When von use one , don ‘ t bother to t cli anyone
von are  d o i n g  so. I t  is  not t h a t  these  peopl e  cannot  understand or could
not  u n d e r s t a n d ;  t h ey  s i mp ly  have nor been trained or prepared  t o  app r e—
n ate operationa l definitions. The~’ will not be pleased to he told how
to avoid sloppy general ideas . If you try to push scientific defini-
tions , you will find yourself treated like someone announcing that
d o l l a r  h i l t s  are now worthless.

~~~. fl o,u ’ t he h i t t e r  because t -h ev do not seem i n t e r e s t e d  in  t he  b e t t e r
w ay s  of t h i n k i n g  you ’ve so painfully mastered and managed to apply in  ~ our
pro lec t. ‘~os t  of the  pe ople  our  the re  are not so m a s o c h i s t i c .  I f  you
push  you r better ways , they w i l l  either fail to get the message . . . or
c o n c l u de  that you are tr ying to sell something .. . or if they reall y
c .ut~-h on , r tuu ’v  will hate von . After all they did not conic to the
h r i u t i n t ~ to have th e ir ways of thinking overhauled. They simp ly expect P

~.‘mu ’ information in the terms they are used to , in  t e r m s  they  under-
stand .

~~. “Commun ica te ” i s  merely an i m p e r at i v e . Your de s i r e  t o  communicate
w i l l  not  do i t .  Y our  mos t carefull y developed p lan with script and
charts i ll “du ninin i & ’d—down ” will not do it. They may at best he the

~; t i m u u l i i ~ to i t .  You know from you r own game that nothing exist s unless
vet, rig u p  some way to observe it hanpening . The sound of your own
voice and a smilin g or gently nodding audience is not evidence . . .  nor
are a few po lite questions . A veil—planned string of gener alities and
simpl e f u ’ur es  is necessary , h ut  it is not communication . So what  i s~
Did von ask? Do you want to know how to know or if there is communica-
tion ?

4. (‘o m m un i e a t i o n  is  (a) when von ask a question bearing on a ny t h i n g  I
have said and (h) I ask von if I understand the question right by
rephrasing it until you say I do understand the question and (c) 1 then
tr y to  g iv e  von some k i n d  of answer and (d) you say something to
indic ate that von got it or disagree or you ’re puzzled , to w h i c h  (e ’

~ I
migh t reply with gratitude for your question or a question of my own
(f )  and so on , ad infini tum. However , everybody knows that t ime is
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val uabl e ... there are otti~ r people present ... and other questIons
and besides , it ’s almos t lunch t ime . So this process does not ordinaril y
happen .

The time you leave for questions and discussion is the most valuable
time in the br iefing. It is when you can communicate. The “Show” ti me
i s  only the preparation f o r  communication . This point is so important
and so h a r d  to practice that it requires repetition and elaboration .

6. Repeat t he  important ideas. For example , NEVER use all v~ ur allotted
time giving your p it ch . If you f a l l  f o r  the  t e n — m i n u t e — b r i e f i n g — i n — t e n —
minute s tran , you lose!. You will not have a chance to hear what ques-
tion s you have aroused in  the people . And ... ho rror of horro rs!
von will he contributing to the deterioration of most every body.

7. rs t .  more than c ut’ example to broaden the important ideas. Do this
u eive neople more ways of locking on from their own varied and unknown—
in—d~ t .q il -t o—vou ideas. Yo u know your f rame of reference is di f ferent
‘ r ’ r ~ that of you r audience. You understand their frame of reference ,
~~~ . nl v in .i general way . You must go fishing for the details.

~ewar e of etfi cien cv.

‘~or example , you know how you have felt when you have attended
tnc .u where speaker after speaker got up and said his programmed

s~. t c ~ .,+ tie the chairman or boss type kept looking at his watch to make

~o r t . ~~ rv P a m n e d  t h i n g  got sa id  by every bod y w i t h  impor tan t  t h i n g s  to
av . When that meeting started you found yourself with questions you

wan ted  t o  a s k .  But soon you saw t ha t  people who asked ques t ions had
slowed the proceedings , whereupon the chairman got itchier and speakers
got cut nhort , so they spoke faster about more with less time for
q L e S~~~ions . And the meeting ground on and on , getting worse as it went .
R u t  t . u u a l l v  having caugh t up his schedu le , the chairman announces that
everyone h a s  had a highly productive meeting because so much was

~~~v. - r . ’ ’ . Lord , it was cost effective ! Then you were reall y happy to
so to l un ch Lunch turns out to he a long one when people get suffi—
cie n u l v  ‘. u ~ ’~t e d  to endure the next round of efficientl y planned mono—
lo~ ui es The boredom of those afternoons has been so great for me at
t m , ’ that I was happy to see the company wise—ass deliberatel y intrude
on th~ w e l l - p l a n n e d  schedule.

~ut note that all the above is merely an example of an examp le ,
double-barrelled to provide a grapeshot of ways for you to ride along
with these eeneral tdeas .

Q . Put it all together. Pull your net of examp les and rela ted ideas
together so your listeners have it all in one neat little bundle. For

• example , I have talked here from points 4 to 8 about t ime . . .  our concern
for it . . .  how we get trapped into wasting it individuall y and collec t ive ly
in well— meaning w.ivs . . .  and how we all suffer this problem
deterioration of most everybody. Now, please let me pull in this string
and cap i t off. h ighly efficient briefings tend toward boredom! We
get bored in spite of ourselves. We get bored with things we even want
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to hear about . That ’s why we know there is waste. We do not get what
we wan t from the time spent because we are bored by monologues. Final l y ,
if you get irritated like me . . .  instead of going into a trance like some
h:inp~ er n e o p l e  ... time is wasted with anger. We don ’t think too well
yhen aIui ’ry , and that ’s a waste. Ru t  it starts with boredom built on
etfici enc y .

~~~ Plan t i r  communication tim e . Re really hard—nosed and even sneaky
.iho,, t refusing to c o n t r i h itte to waste in the name of efficienc y , No
i a t t e r  what  t ime von a r t ’ u~iven , don ’ t use more than half of it t a l k i n g .
Cut your topi c to the bone and cut the hone in half the long way if you
m u s t , hut do not become another 45—RPM record in the organizational
stack .

11 . Vary examples , hut stay with your theme . Change the pace when you
think you ’ve nailed down a point tair lv well. For example , never talk
about  n u mb e r s  or show anyone numbers unless they ask for them. I know
t h a t  sounds ou t r a g e o u s — — o r  o v e r d r a w n — — h u t  i t  is the best advice I ever
gave mysel f .

1,’. Civ e very little hard data . Laymen don ’t m ind a few reall y innocen t
numbers scattere d about . . . as in TV comuinercial “science ” .. . but they
are no more comfortable with numbers than with operational definitions
cu t o the r  k i n d s .  In fac t , they are less so. Sprinkle numbers very lightly
around c en e r a l  ideas. l tm se ju s t  enough to  let them know the  numbers are
hack there somewhere. R u t  don ’t lay them out before the group unless

~emu ’o ne asks a question which .. . on careful inquiry and confirmation
reall y renuires you to say “l’e l l , perhaps , t h i s  t ab le  from our repor t
w i l l  help out with that question .” Then calmly riffle through your
viewcraph s of hack—up stuff making comments that migh t help when you
fi n a ll y find it and get it up there.

Ii . The brie fing is no substitute for the report. Get that detailed
tab le o f f  of the screen as soon as you can! Don ’t try to exp lain the
wh~~l~ th ing ... however much you love it! Point to the few items which
hear on the question . Sell your report softly by saving it ’s the kind
of thing that m u s t  he taken in context , the context of your report
w h e r e  you tinall v though t it through . Then get on to the next question
from someone else which will often be more general and less concerned
with numbers .

14 . Number l overs are rare . Take it as a statistical truth that number
people are a minority . . .  often desp ised . The only t ime to stay with
numbers is if the man holding the main score—card is a number man . But
even here , l et him ask for those tables. You will save yourself the
riak of explaining what  the big m.rn alread y knows , not to ment ion giving
hi m lots of ways to shoot you down if that is his game . Force nit—
pi c kers to read your report and do any fighting at the level of your
report .

IS . Sumarize coniuments by others . Treat the discussion as part of the
briefi ng by paraphrasing what people say. Acknowledge comments and
mentall y keep track of questions and answers. At the end of the
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briefing ... meaning end of the question and answer session ... bring it
all together with some summary comments about the discussion as part of
the briefing. This may sound hard to do but if you are really listening
to the others (not merely looking to see how you are being received ) you
will know von have learned something from them . Close by telling them
what you have learned and thanking them for their contribution to your
effort.

16 . f l e s c r i h e  the  p o t e n t i a l  uses of r e s u l t s  as imp lica tions, potentials
or options. Avoid recommendations for action by other individuals or
organizaticn s. Research yields ideas , information and techniques .
Somet imes these “products” ca n by used by others . Sometimes they should
he used , but  t h a t  dec i s ion  is not the research business. The decision
to use something requires changing established ways (a loss in some way)
and doing something new (a cost in some way) and being responsible for
actions and the consequences . Unless the researcher has weighed all
that and has responsibility for action and consequences——requests for
recommenda tions should be re fused . People do not usually know they are
putting the burden or responsibility for action on you when they ask for
recommendations . They do it n a t u r a l l y because that ’s what authorities are
good for——and , of cou rse , to blame when things go wrong.

So, How Did the Briefing Go?

This question almost always draws a positive response if only to say
that a necessary evil has been accomplished .

This question like any other admits many interpretations . My expe—
rience following the drafting of this essay was positive in several ways.
Firs t , I had less anxiety about the whole briefing process than ever
before . Second , I learned a lot from the people present . I had several

• pages of notes and it was possible to produce a summary statement .

I called this a major briefing F~ecause a general officer was present.
Closing the briefing with a paraphrase of the General’s views and gett ing

L 

the General ‘a concurrence was a practical triumph .

Third , people went away with copies of the draft report and showed
sign s of being interested enough to read it. Many people had expressed
personal viewpoin ts. Many questions had been handled by discussions
among those present.

Since this essay is for researchers , I close with suggestions for
further research . It may he that any value in these ideas is not so
much in knowing them or reading them. I suspect that much of what I have
said here is not new to researchers who have struggled with briefing
anxiety. It may be that writing down one ’s thoughts before the briefing
along these lines is the important thing ... a kind of personal brain—
washing before the big event.
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Finally, note that these ideas may he totally irrelevant to some
researchers who do not suffer briefing anxiety. But then such
researchers would have little to say to those of us who do. Doubtless ,
they are few in number and they have not read this far.
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